INTRODUCTION
About a quarter of a century ago, a young American radical, Stokely Carmichael, commented that violence was as American as apple pie! At least in terms of prevalence, nothing much seems to have changed since that time. The frequency of violence directed by one human being at another was appallingly high then and is appallingly high now. The United States is not the most violent society in the world. That distinction belongs to some of the less developed countries ravaged by wars, terrorism, drug battles, and general lawlessness. Nor is violence as endemic now as it has been during many of the last 20 centuries. Among the highly developed Western societies, however, the United States has scored at the top for the past several decades on most objective measures of interpersonal violence. For example, homicides in the United States rose from an overall rate of about 5 per 100,000 to 10 per 100,000 between World War II and the 1980s and have remained at about that level. Of course, the rate in some inner-city ghettos may be 10 times this rate (100/100,000) and the rate for certain age cohorts may be 3 times this rate (e.g., 30/100,000 for males 18 to 24). In comparison, no other highly developed Western society has a rate much above 3 per 100,000 and most are below 1 per 100,000. Rates at these levels are cause enough for concern and also reflect increases since World War II, but the sustained rates in the United States are a national tragedy. In some urban areas of the United States the most common cause of death for young males is now homicide.
The dramatic increase in interpersonal violence in the past century has occurred at the same time as other dramatic changes in life-styles produced by the great technological revolutions of the 20th century. Among the most notable of these for child development has been the introduction of the mass visual media into children's everyday life. When two highly salient events cooccur, it is common to hypothesize a causal relation between them; so it is not surprising that speculation about the role of media violence in stimulating violent behavior has been prevalent ever since motion pictures depicting violent acts first were distributed. With the advent of television in the early 1950s the speculation advanced to the point of theorizing, and the first studies were initiated. Since then, the question of whether media violence somehow promotes violence in society has been a constant, major topic of concern to communication researchers, psychologists, and policymakers. As a result, a large body of scientific literature on the topic has emerged.
The scientific studies fall into three major categories. First, there are the experimental studies in which exposure of children to scenes of violence is manipulated and the short-term changes in the children's behavior are evaluated. These experiments have been linked together under the rubric of "laboratory research" whether or not they have been executed in a laboratory or classroom. These studies have clearly shown that exposing children to visual portrayals of dramatic violence causes at least some of the children to behave more aggressively immediately afterwards. Second, there have been static observational field studies in which aggressive behavior and exposure to media violence are assessed in samples of children in their home and school environments. These studies have demonstrated that children who behave more aggressively on the average watch and prefer to watch more violent TV shows and
